Like most mammals, grey seals, Halichoerus grypus, are thought to be polygynous. However, genetic analysis reveals that as few as 1% of males gain reproductive success that is significantly above average. At the same time there appear to be more full siblings than can be accounted for by chance, implying some level of partner fidelity. We used an enlarged data set to show that, on average, maternal half-siblings who have different fathers are significantly more diverse than expected from random mating. This unexpected pattern is too strong to be accounted for by influxes of males from other breeding colonies and hence implies female choice for partner diversity. We argue that behavioural mate choice is an unlikely explanation and speculate that naturally occurring antisperm antibodies could modulate sperm competition through weak immunointolerance of sperm from previous partners. Whatever the mechanism, choice for diverse partners will tend to increase the local effective population size. We used a simple model to show that such a strategy could be favoured at the level of the individual in small closed or semiclosed populations of long-lived species where polygyny would lead to a rapid increase in the level of inbreeding.
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Female mammals invest much more in their offspring than their mates, leading to the theoretical prediction that females should be selective and choose genetically high-quality partners (Trivers 1972) . Studies of female mate choice have generally focused on male qualities such as size and dominance (Reiter et al. 1981; Pemberton et al. 1992 ) and/or ornamentation (Hamilton & Zuk 1982) as indicators of individual fitness. These are all simple characters in that, with free choice, all females might be expected to choose the same 'best' male. The net result is often a classical polygynous mating system (Clutton-Brock 1989). However, from the perspective of inbreeding avoidance or genetic compatibility (Tregenza & Wedell 2000) it is possible to come to the exact opposite view, where selection favours preference for diverse partners to produce genotypically diverse offspring (Jennions & Petrie 1997; Hosken & Blanckenhorn 1999; Kelley et al. 1999; Penn & Potts 1999) . The problem is highlighted by considering a female who mates with a highly successful, dominant male. On the one hand she may benefit by producing desirable and competitive sons, but on the other, her daughters could face a choice of partners dominated by their male relatives.
British grey seals, Halichoerus grypus, breed colonially, with females coming ashore over a period of around 2 months in the autumn, each producing a single pup which they suckle for ca. 18 days. Females return to the sea 1-2 days after weaning, having mated an average of 2.9 times, usually with more than one partner (Twiss 1991). Males come ashore for varying periods and compete to adopt favoured positions among the females, and it has been assumed that the majority of conceptions occur on land. Breeding behaviour is described as polygynous, with aggregated females, sexual dimorphism for body size and female-biased sex ratios in the breeding colony (Anderson et al. 1975; Boness & James 1979) . However, direct paternity testing by DNA fingerprinting reveals a more complex picture. Some males use behavioural dominance to increase their fitness, but the benefits they gain are not as great as their mating opportunities predict (Amos et al. 1993; Ambs et al. 1999) . Most surprisingly, the presence of significantly more full siblings than expected by chance indicates that some pairs of seals show a degree of partner fidelity (Amos et al. 1995) .
In a follow-up to the initial DNA fingerprinting study on North Rona, much larger sample sizes were genotyped with nine polymorphic microsatellites to examine breeding behaviour in more detail (Worthington Wilmer et al.
